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Introduction


“Stories, like dragons, are hard to kill.”

—John Greenleaf Whittier,
The Double-Headed Snake of Newbury



CONNECTICUT IS THE Land of Steady Habits, but it is also the home of a thriving and ever-evolving tradition of legends, myths, tall tales, and other folk narratives. Despite this venerable history, collections of the Nutmeg State’s folklore have been few and far between. A few early attempts, especially those that sought to promote tourism, linked stories with sites in the hopes that readers would visit special locales dotting the landscape. Folklorists call that activity Legend Tripping —that is, travelling to a place associated with a folk narrative in order to relive or become part of the story. This book celebrates that pilgrimage tradition. I will consider it an honor if copies end up in the trunk of a car, worn, torn, and dirtied as a constant companion to travelers on Connecticut roads.

In each chapter, I retell a folkloric tale, drawing from and often directly quoting an original source—see the Works Cited section for specific information—before explaining its genealogy and cultural history in Connecticut. Many of the stories included here are among the best-known traditional tales in the state. Others are less known. All of them, however, are associated with hikes that are identified at the close of each chapter. That said, be forewarned that the emphasis in these pages is the stories. Some hikes are challenging even for experienced walkers, and some are out there—as in, hikers might need to take precaution against changes in weather, encounters with wildlife, shifting trail conditions, and similar issues. Use this guide as an introduction to twisted trails and tall tales, but examine recent and local assessments. Carry maps when heading out, especially in the remote areas, and always be trailhead smart. Be certain to check if hunting is permitted, and dress accordingly.

There are other concerns that I wish to identify up front. Several chapters represent “Indian romances,” those tales that white storytellers passed along to predominantly white audiences about indigenous peoples. Often these narratives purport to be told by the indigenous people themselves, even if it were not the case. In the history of the state’s folklore, these stories and related cycles concerning the so-called “last Indian” of a given town worked as sometimes subtle, sometimes overt acts of prejudice. Rather than censor, I decided to include these tales on account of their inescapable and indispensable influence on hiking and folklore in Connecticut. I hope that I have done so in a manner that complicates their use as instruments of colonization.

Similarly, there are many hiking locales in Connecticut that claim to be associated with indigenous people but that, upon closer inspection, turn out to be inventions of “Indian lore.” Perhaps the best example of this is Sleeping Giant State Park. There is no reason to doubt the good intentions of those who tell the tale of Kiehtan, the Great Spirit, who petrified Hobbamock, another powerful supernatural being, and formed the “Giant” who sleeps there. But as the scholar John Menta concluded in his exceptional study of the Quinnipiac, “It is difficult to trace the origins of these traditions back to Indian informants.” The notion appears to have emerged during a period when activists were trying to save the land from development. The rhetorical appeal of a “sacred Indian tale” may have assisted in the process of changing opinions, but it is likely not an accurate representation of a precolonial worldview.

I debated with myself—I still do—about how to retell those tales. It was quite a balancing act. I understand that many readers will pick up this book to enjoy a hike and that constant reminders about the way folk narratives and literature were employed to erase or assimilate indigenous people can thwart that pleasurable goal. In the end, I opted to let the romances have ink in order to convey their original maudlin sentiments. I leave it up to you to decide what to do with them, as I do for folklore that represents women, the impoverished, African American slaves, and ethnic groups.

Another issue confronting the outdoor admirer of folklore is the number of interesting stories with no associated hikes. This includes the Battle of the Frogs in Windham, the Spectral Ship of New Haven, the XYZ Bandit in Deep River, and the Headless Horseman of Canton. There are several places associated with compelling tales but only short walks, such as Bride Brook in East Lyme or Indian Leap in Norwich. Some places, such as Gungywamp in Groton or Molly Fisher Rock in Kent, require permission or guides to visit. Some oﬀer great hikes, such as Lamentation Mountain in Meriden or Will Warren’s Den in Farmington or Glacial Park in Ledyard, but only the most rudimentary of stories. Some are now essentially private property, such as Alexander Lake in Killingly or Lake Pocotopaug in East Hampton or Bara-Hack in Pomfret. In short, there are many more places to investigate that are not included in this volume.

One-quarter of the royalties from this book will support the Friends of Connecticut State Parks, as steadfast and admirable a nonprofit organization as there could be. I wish it could be more, but the life of a folklorist is not, it turns out, the money-making scheme you think it would be. I pledge to contribute additionally as much as I am able in the future. I hope you will support your federal, state, and local parks with donations of time or money or simply by thanking the volunteers who keep the promise of public spaces alive and protect them through each crisis that hampers our beloved state.

I also hope you will support the work of the Connecticut Forest and Park Association, whose publications and preservation of trails provide a contribution of incalculable merit. The CFPA is responsible for the Blue-Blazed Hiking Trails that anchor many hikes in this book, so please consult them and the Connecticut Walk Book for maps and information.

Finally, I invite you to reach out to me with suggestions, corrections, additions, and recollections of folkloric stories. No tale is insignificant. It would be particularly helpful to learn if these stories are still being told in your community. Please contact me through email at my UMass address. I look forward to hearing from you.

And to borrow the words of Charlie Johnson, hiker and storyteller extraordinaire, happy legending!
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1

The Moodus Noises

THE STRANGER AROUSED curiosity throughout the villages of East Haddam that morning he arrived, one day in the 1700s—the exact date or decade is lost from recollection. Even for the hustle of a thriving shipbuilding town, he was a bit out of place and time. He was not a merchant come for commerce. It seemed he had not come for business with mortals at all. And his peculiar habits conveyed secrets hidden carefully in the campus of his mind. Was he an alchemist? A wizard? A man practiced in the occult? A physician in search of new patients? Or perhaps that most dubious of travelers, a scholar?

The mysterious figure asked more questions than he revealed motives. His query unnerved the villagers, who had been suffering for months under an odd and shared malady: sudden eruptions of eerie sounds that rumbled through the air. Unpredictable and haunting, they set all who heard them into a state of confusion and unease. Those who lived in the western part of town whispered that the earth would shake and groan as if it were an animal in pain. But no one could explain what the sounds were, why they came, or how to end their unsettling and arbitrary reign.

Armed with directions to the Salmon River, the stranger set out from town.

When he returned to the docks and a ship bound for Europe, he possessed the fruit of his eccentric study. Far from the town, close to where the Salmon and Moodus Rivers embrace, he had dug deep in the wet banks. His erudition was rewarded. Awaiting his shovel were two carbuncles, stones of precious value and mystical powers, stones that inexplicably grew in size.

The stranger was now willing to speak. He informed incredulous onlookers that those two stones were the source of the tumult and that, by relieving the land of their nuisance, he had cured the community of disquietude. But he warned of seedlings burrowed in the same wet sand. One day, he said, they too would become engorged, irritate the earth, and reignite the unearthly moans.

What became of the stranger and his weird trophies was also lost to fading memories. His prediction, nevertheless, proved impeccable. Decades would pass, but the noises eventually would return—a sure sign of the earth awakened and aggrieved by the presence of petulant carbuncles.

This bewitching story appeared in 1790 in a letter published in the New London Connecticut Gazette.  The anonymous author noted that it was a fashionable local tale explaining a real—and in that decade, active—phenomenon. Throughout centuries, the countryside of East Haddam quite suddenly resonates with what is called the Moodus noises.

As a constant font of excitement, speculation, and just enough foreboding to remind us humans that we borrow our dwellings from nature, the Moodus noises are one of the—if not the—most significant sources of folklore in Connecticut and arguably in all New England. Visitors to Machimoodus State Park may indulge in bountiful storytelling while following paths and stunning views of the Salmon and Moodus Rivers and their confluence at Mount Tom. Many previous guidebooks that feature the Moodus noises, however, get rather pivotal aspects wrong, including the history of the legends themselves, so this chapter will attempt to set the record straight.

In virtually all accounts of the stranger, for example, his name appears as Doctor Steel or Steele, but in the original letter, his name was Steal. And that clue is telling of a folktale at work: namely, of a character who steals a hidden treasure and steals away. The story of a learned man who enters a river, mountain, or underground chamber to discover a treasure—often a carbuncle—was a notable folk narrative in Europe from the medieval period. It continued well into the age of exploration and colonization. How, then, to explain its incorporation in stories circulating in Connecticut?

The answer is remarkably simple when one considers the historical importance for international trade of the Connecticut River and the shoreline port towns from Old Saybrook and Old Lyme to New London. The legend of Doctor Steele presumably hitched a ride with sailors or with immigrants—carbuncle lore was extremely widespread in Ireland, for example. These motifs mixed with regional lore and inspired variants with local flair.

Doctor Steele’s efforts became well known throughout the entire Northeast courtesy of the pen of John Gardiner Calkins Brainard, one of the most respected—and today largely forgotten—poets of the early 1800s. His father was mayor of New London during the War of 1812, but his family settled and came from East Haddam.

Brainard likely culled together copious portrayals of Doctor Steele that were circulating in the oral tradition. His poem, “A Connecticut Legend” (later renamed “Matchit Moodus”), appeared in 1819 in the Connecticut Mirror, a Hartford newspaper. Its length prohibits publication here, but readers would do well to bring a copy to Machimoodus State Park and let his genius echo throughout. In Brainard’s tale, borrowing an image from sailor lore, Steele absconds with the carbuncle and perishes at sea in a shipwreck. The final two stanzas testify to an uncanny afterlife of sorts:

Where is that crew and vessel now? 
Tell me their state who can? 
The wild waves dash o’er their sinking bow— 
Down, down to the fathomless depths they go, 
To sleep with a sinful man. 
The Carbuncle lies in the deep, deep sea, 
Beneath the dark blue wave; 
But the light shines upwards so gloriously, 
That the sailor looks pale, and forgets his glee, 
When he crosses the wizard’s grave.

Countless versions of the legend decorated the nineteenth and twentieth century with titillating variants that include Steele’s murder at the hands of his crew, his construction of an impenetrable shack or his boarding with residents, and his desertion of journals with cryptic information on carbuncles and the Moodus noises.

The tale of Doctor Steele was not the first to explain the Moodus noises. They appear early in colonial written records; the first citation was 1702. Archaeological evidence and land deeds from the late 1600s suggest that the area served as a seasonal camp and hunting ground for a number of indigenous people, including the Wangunk, Mohegan, Pequot, and Niantic. We do not know with certainty what stories these people told about the noises, but the Mohegan Medicine Woman Gladys Tantaquidgeon once speculated that a culture hero, Moshup, might have played a role. Moshup and his spouse, Granny Squannit, are supernatural beings who shaped the physical contours of the earth and whose squabbling resulted in thunder or similar atmospheric disturbances.

The colonists who settled East Haddam readily demonized indigenous deities and heroes—literally. As part of the colonization of Connecticut, the belief systems of Native Americans were treated as errors caused by allegiance to the Devil. The subsequent conquest and conversion was justified in part as their redemption from the Evil One. Culturally important figures were routinely reduced into caricatures that fit the colonists’ own worldview. Sophisticated depictions of complex supernatural beings were discouraged, forbidden, or belittled.

In 1729, for example, Stephen Hosmer, the minister of East Haddam, wrote a letter to his colleague Thomas Prince in which he described the Moodus noises:


As to Earthquakes, I have something considerable and awful to tell you … I have been informed that in this place (before the English settlement) there were great numbers of Indian inhabitants, and that it was a place of extraordinary Indian powwows, or in short, that it was a place where the Indians drove a prodigious trade of worshipping the devil. Also I was informed that (many years past) an old Indian was asked what was the reason of the noises in this place, to which he replied, that the Indian’s god was very angry because the English man’s God was come here.



This notion of the “angry Indian god” has thrived unabated for centuries, but it is an egregious misunderstanding of the cultural heritage of the indigenous peoples of the region. Hosmer readily conflated a native deity with the Devil, and as his letter continues, he plays a game of heads-I-win-tails-you-lose by arguing that the Indians are additionally mistaken in their opinion, as only the Christian God caused earthquakes. (Puritan doctrine held that God, not the Devil, sent cataclysms to admonish sinners toward righteousness and to remind them of his power.)

That “angry Indian god” received a name in the early 1800s: Hobbamock. John Greenleaf Whittier introduced and popularized this idea in his gruesomely dramatic short story, “The Human Sacrifice.” Whittier imagines a group of “Indian savages” who capture an English teenager and prepare to kill her in a dark rite, all in the hope of propitiating Hobbamock, who “loves the blood” of whites. Moments from execution, the young woman prays. The Christian God, in response to her piety, shakes the land and unleashes a sound “as if some gigantic creature of life were bursting through its prison walls of everlasting rock.” This tumultuous cacophony—the Moodus noises—strikes fear into the Indians, who flee into the woods, abandoning the land forever to the “civilized” colonists.

In nominating Hobbamock—a complicated spirit responsible both for disease and for healing, among other elements—to this infamy, Whittier was following a then common trend in American literature that utilized that supernatural being as a generic “angry Indian god” who represented or mimicked the Devil. It is more difficult to explain why the tradition continues in our contemporary era, but ample accounts still indulge in Hobbamock as a malevolent and moody deity, the “spirit of evil,” who thrusts the Moodus noises upon the unsuspecting with sinister intentions.

It may seem inappropriate to bring up this troubling point in a book that celebrates the folklore of the state and the hikes associated with that rich stock. But this is a legacy that we all share who love Connecticut and its meandering trails, many of which follow paths cut by the indigenous peoples prior to colonization. In being honest about this history, we have an opportunity to reflect upon the past and consider how we will affect the present and the future, including the treatment of others and of the environment whose lands we are borrowing for a short time.

Few tourists to eastern Connecticut in the late 1800s would have been ignorant of the Steele and Hobbamock legends, and their prevalence (as well as the return from dormancy of the Moodus noises during mid-century) garnered the attention of a particularly influential storytelling machine: the newspapers of New York City. Among them, the Sun was notorious for propagating scandalous and provocative narratives. In 1835, for example, it set alight the “Great Moon Hoax” that claimed astronomers had discovered unusual lifeforms and civilizations on the earth’s orbiting companion. With contributions from area correspondents, the Sun frequently referenced the Moodus noises and the Devil’s Hopyard. And in 1887, it ushered in a third cycle.

In an anonymously written article with the sedate title “Moodus and Its Noises,” the Sun spun an elaborate yarn of Mount Tom being both hollow and the abode of the king of Mackimoodi, the lord of witches. When Doctor Steele ventures into the mountain and steals the carbuncle, he is immediately taken prisoner by those fearsome minions and put on trial before the king. The good (white) witches petition for leniency against the bad (black) witches, who argue for condemnation. In the end, the good witches prevail:


“After all,” said his Majesty in conclusion, “this carbuncle is a small matter. It will enrich you and endow you with supernatural powers, but we can grow another here without any trouble. You can go, Dr. Steel.”



This plot device of pitting two sets of witches—usually a maleficent cabal from the Devil’s Hopyard and a beneficent contingency from Haddam—under Mount Tom soon detached from this initial story concerning Steele and developed into its own cycle. In it, the noises emanate either from the physical combat of the witches or from Machimoodi (the name eventually bestowed upon their sovereign), who oversees their contests while seated on a sapphire throne and who, when tired of their endless hostilities, blows them out of his cave.

The tale of the witches remains popular today, but its origins in the Sun are lost to most modern raconteurs. Many assume that the idea was introduced by Puritans, who believed in witchcraft, and numerous guidebooks erroneously contend that the witch stories arose before the Steele legend. Such is the power of tabloid journalism upon the imagination! And perhaps not surprisingly, it took little effort to collapse Machimoodi and Hobbamock, so that accounts in the twentieth century insisted that the “angry Indian god” was somehow also the king of the witches.

Careful readers will note that in the Sun’s fanciful invention, Steele penetrates the underground caverns of Mount Tom, but that in earlier versions his secretive work unfolded on the banks of the Salmon River. This relocation occurred over the course of the nineteenth century, displacing what was essentially river folklore to Mount Tom (and with it came reports that Indians worshipped Hobbamock atop the hill, where he was said to dwell). One reason for this shift was delightfully local in its genesis. During the late 1800s, Moodus was a thriving mill town and center of industry. It had its own newspaper, the Connecticut Valley Advertiser, with an admirable reach throughout the state and the Northeast.

Akin to the Sun, the Advertiser regularly featured shocking reports, including several concerning a cavern christened the Cave of the Winds. In one of these essays, the anonymous author describes entering a vast chamber through that cavern with a group of fellow adventurers to uncover mineral riches that would have made Captain Kidd jealous for his paltry treasure. And within a few short turns of the dial, the Cave of the Winds became associated with the Moodus noises, with Steele’s furtive explorations, and with the abode of Hobbamock. The premise that a cave responsible for producing or amplifying the noises blossomed in the twentieth century; and by the 1940s, spelunkers were led astray thinking the cave resided on Mount Tom.

The actual cave is across the street perched on ledges owned by Cave Hill Resort, but for decades they were kept under the auspices of the Davidson family, who farmed the land and who spun tales of the Moodus noises. Routine rumblings throughout the early twentieth century (including in 1906, after the devastating eruption in San Francisco, and in 1925, when Connecticut experienced a sizable earthquake) kept rumors alive and in continual development. Offshoots emerged from these three major cycles, including narratives of Indian romances, ghosts of Indian warriors, and shackled giants. These decades saw the transition of Moodus from a farming community into a commanding tourist resort—the “Catskills of Connecticut”—that boasted tens of thousands of visitors annually, who arrived hungry for salacious and spectacular entertainment.

The Moodus tourist industry declined rapidly in the 1960s, a period that coincided with the noises slumbering yet again. In the late 1960s East Haddam demolished much of the Moodus village to prepare for an urban renewal project that never materialized. Soon thereafter the forests began to reclaim the open farmlands and resort properties.

But the stories of the Moodus noises were not yet lulled to sleep. For just as anxieties about countercultural movements throughout the United States partially inspired satanic thrillers such as Rosemary’s Baby, The Exorcist, and The Omen, a budding fourth cycle emerged, overtly identifying the Devil as the cause of the ruckus and asserting that the Puritans were the first to say so. (Again, careful readers will note that this is exactly the opposite of what Puritans believed.) This fourth—although not final—cycle is evolving as you hold this book in your hands. And right on schedule, remnants about Hobbamock and Machimoodi are joining with it. No doubt, a guidebook in the distant future will have more to say on how things shaped up for this recent iteration of a venerable tradition.

This name Moodus, incidentally, is borrowed from the language of the indigenous people of the area, machit-moodus (or machimoodus, as the state park prefers), meaning “the place of bad noises.” The noises are caused by minor earthquakes that occur at relatively shallow depths, resulting in thunderous explosions and slight tremors near the epicenter close to the villages of Moodus and Leesville. They still announce themselves to this day, although with far less frequency and force than in previous centuries. And when they announce themselves, storytelling is sure to follow.


Legend Tripping

Machimoodus State Park is located at 128 Leesville Road (Route 151) in East Haddam. Parking is free. The trails are clearly marked. The Upper Vista and Lower Vista trails form a loop and comprise the paths up Mount Tom. Be certain to take the short side trail from the Upper Vista to view the village of Johnsonville and Moodus River in the distance and the River Trail from the Lower Vista to explore the banks of the Salmon River. This entire hike entails about 2.5 miles. CT DEEP provides further information, but please be aware that, as of this writing, the map posted on the website is slightly outdated and does not note all of the trails. Trail-head GPS: N41 30.125' / W72 28.642'

If you have time, explore the adjacent Sunrise Resort State Park, the site of a prominent vacation hub for about a century that offers excellent opportunities to walk the Salmon River. The town-owned Davidson Memorial Walking Park is on the other side of Route 151 on Davison Road; there is free parking for two or three cars at the end of the road. This 0.77-mile loop follows the ledges above the Moodus Cave (the Cave of the Winds) but does not offer direct access. The cave itself is on private property; contact Cave Hill Resort for reservations.
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Diabolical Dens

THE QUIET TOWN of Weston lies nestled in southwestern Connecticut not far from the state border. Today it is known for tranquility and prosperity and attracts those who wish to get away. For many who reside or come as guests, Weston is heaven on Earth. But in the 1800s, the town attracted a different sort of visitor.


In those days, the northern area of the town—especially around Godfrey Pond—was heavily engaged in the important work of charcoal making. Trees were lumbered and burned by ambitious colliers. The labor was exhausting and often lonely and very often dangerous. But the lives of the men who passed their days tending to the charcoal pits were not entirely devoid of pleasure. When twilight fell on the forest, the lucky ones made their way to a tavern for a well-earned night of carousing.


One evening, a group of charcoal makers left their post with such bibulous intentions. The records do not say how many men took off together, but one man surely stayed behind. It was his turn “at the burning site to maintain a continuous watch on the fires.”


At the tavern, the weary colliers regained their strength. Conversations turned away from charcoal. Libations flowed with freedom. And truth be told, in forgetting their cares, they forgot about their friend.


When they stumbled home to their huts and their beds, they were suddenly taken aback. The post had been abandoned. Their companion was nowhere near the charcoal pit or its slow but steady fire.




They searched, initially in vain. And then, to their astonishment, they found their friend, running wild through the thickets with his passions set aflame. He was gasping for breath and seized by a state of panic. It took several members of the crew to hold him down. They asked him—they begged him—to explain what happened, but his words ran even quicker than his racing mind.


At last his face relaxed. He looked through them with the abnormal calm that betrays a tempestuous soul. And with the resignation of the damned, he explained what his eyes had seen that night on his lonely watch: The Devil himself had emerged from the flames of the charcoal pit—their livelihood had proven a hell—and the infernal lord, in cruel delight, chased him through the brush.


In their disbelief, his companions made the mistake of releasing their restraint. The frantic collier leapt up, ran into the forest, and was never seen again.


The next day, sobriety returned to the charcoal makers. They investigated at the break of dawn. One of them discovered a brown jug—and an empty jug at that. It belonged to their companion who, they concluded, had joined them in the indulgence of spirits without leaving his post. Some assumed the contents inspired his supernatural encounter through reliably natural means. Others wondered if the liquor had driven him mad.


But years later, long after the collier had fled, newcomers arrived to lumber the trees and to tend to the charcoal pits. Exploring the grounds, they discovered a cloven-hoofed footprint.


Today, the area where this story was set is called the Devil’s Den and formally as the Lucius Pond Ordway Devil’s Den Preserve.  People have long wondered about the origins of its diabolical name.


Archaeological evidence suggests that it was a seasonal camp for indigenous people prior to colonization, but there is no evidence that the name originated with them. Indeed, it seems to be a much later invention. In his travelogue from 1836, for example, John Warner Barber detailed a meteor that exploded over the town in 1807 but curiously omitted mention of the Devil’s Den.


By 1852, the name did appear in print. At the time, Bridgeport and Norwalk were vying over a new courthouse. Norwalk citizens argued that their town was centralized, to which a Bridgeport newspaper mockingly replied that the Devil’s Den was the exact middle point of the county, and although such a name was appropriate for “a focus of litigation,” no one would regard it as the best location for a government building.


The rivalrous nature of that exchange should not be ignored. It sheds no light on the origin of the name, but it set the stage for a number of historical accounts in the 1880s that competed over that prize. A history of Fairfield County, published in 1881, cast the opening bid with fanfare, noting that the Devil’s Den was a “wooden valley in which is a stone with the imprint of a foot too large for modern men. Tradition says that when the devil was wont to walk about the earth in human form he stepped on this clay, then in a plastic state, so that the indentation was complete. In time this clay hardened into stone.” (It was also known as the less enticing “oxen print,” as it was rounded like an ox hoof.)


A few years later, the editor of a chronicle of the town of Fairfield—Weston was originally the “west town” of Fairfield—argued that the Devil’s Den took its name from the “wild cats, bears, wolves, and other ferocious animals” lurking within. Oddly, this list did not include the den’s most reliably dangerous denizens, the poisonous snakes of Connecticut. In 1910, for example, the Bridgeport Evening Farmer ran the headline, “Barefoot Man Kills Father of Rattlesnakes in Redding Swamp.” The fallen serpent was four feet three inches long with thirteen rattles and a button. He was, the report continued, the “veritable patriarch of the Devil’s Den rattler colony.” As recently as 2015, a teenager was bitten by a copperhead in the preserve.


A third entry, published between the two histories of Fairfield, presented a different theory altogether. In a biographical note on one Andrew L. Winton, a genealogist celebrated his remarkable success as a shopkeeper in his early twenties, first at Easton and then at Devil’s Den in Weston. Winton opened a store there in 1845. He did so based on temperance principles, as it was a font of alcoholism, earning its diabolical moniker. When he moved to Westport in 1853, Winton proudly left Devil’s Den “without a grog shop in it,” although the accompanying zeal for sobriety apparently went with him.


A half century later, in the mid-twentieth century, the yarn of the Devil and the collier had entered into tradition. In 1957, for example, the Bridgeport Telegram interviewed a man by the name of Henry Barrett. He was born in 1888 and raised in Georgetown village, abutting the Devil’s Den. Barrett recalled the predominant industry of charcoal burning, and when asked about the unusual name, he explained:


One of the charcoal burners drank too much and ran out of the woods one night, howling that Satan was after him with a firebrand. The poor fellow wouldn’t go back, saying the devil lived in the woods. And that is the best story on how the place got its name.




By 1973, that skeleton had blossomed into a hearty tale, the one that opens this chapter.


The productive woods surrounding the Devil’s Den covered rugged terrain, framed by cliffs, and interspersed with swamps. It invited the imagination to supply diabolic names. In 1894, the Stamford Advocate praised the picturesque scenery and identified (regrettably without directions) a stream-hollowed rock called the “Devil’s Mouth” and a boulder christened the “Devil’s Throat.” In the 1930s, a man who purchased a home adjacent to the Devil’s Den inquired upon the Hartford Courant for information on its legends. He referenced a spot, the “Devil’s Castle”—a congregation of seven or eight boulders—that old-timers remembered but could not find. (The same homeowner heard screams that he thought could be a woman in distress or a panther on the prowl or Satan torturing a witch, but it turned out to be a windmill in need of oil.)


Given its removal from major sites of habitation, the Devil’s Den touched other vibrant narrative cycles. Henry Barrett, for example, recalled staying away as a child from a barn on the edge of the Den, as it was reputed to be a shelter for the Leather Man. In the 1970s, Clifford Emanuelson, the director of the preserve, had to shake off inquiries about Bigfoot dwelling in its boundaries. And the current memorial plaque at the Town Hall explains that Weston mothers fled into the Devil’s Den with their children during the Revolutionary War. Earlier versions located the hiding spot in Valley Forge, a village just east of the den that was submerged by the creation of the Saugatuck Reservoir in 1938.


As anyone who spends time in Connecticut learns, Weston’s Devil’s Den is not the only location to embrace diabolical nomenclature. In 1894, an article entitled “Funny Names in Connecticut” ran the circuit of national newspapers. The punchline of this intriguing list was that a pastor in the state could readily tell his parishioners that he would offer prayers in Hell Hollow on Tuesday
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